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This thesis is dedicated to my mother, father, and brother for
always supporting me and showing me everything I know and
love about Chinese food.

In praise of chop suey.
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I. Introduction
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Abstract
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In 2016, the Chinese American Restaurant
Association recorded a total of 50,000 Chinese
restaurants operating in the United States, far
exceeding the number of McDonalds, Burger
Kings, KFCs, and Wendy’s combined. In the near
two centuries that Chinese people have been a
part of the American fabric, our food has become
one of the country’s most popular ethnic cuisines.
While these restaurants stand as testaments to
the tenacity and entrepreneurship of the Chinese
immigrant, they are also reminders of the centuries
of adversity Chinese Americans have endured. The
racial divisions triggered by the Chinese Exclusion
Act of 1882 have resulted in fluctuating attitudes
towards Chinese American culture and cuisine,
influenced by factors having nothing to do with
the food itself. Now more than ever, with the rise
in Asian American and Pacific Islander related
harassment and attacks, a reckoning with this
troubled past is imperative.
Downtown Providence was once home to a
small, yet prominent, Chinatown. In 1914, Chinatown
was razed as part of an urban renewal effort
rooted in discriminatory immigration policies and
racial biases. While this Chinatown’s presence
lived on through a revolving network of Chinese
restaurants, suburban flight and economic decline
forced many of them to close in the 1980s. Most
traces of this cultural enclave have disappeared
and with them the loss of a communal identity for
Chinese Americans in Providence. The Art Deco
Kresge Building on Westminster Street sits on the
former site of one of these bygone restaurants, the
Chin Lee Corporation. Using digital projection as

an ephemeral intervention, a series of illuminated
images scattered throughout the downtown area
and superimposed onto the Kresge Building's
facades will enliven Downtown Providence
and transform it into an urban canvas. Each
provocative image tells a narrative that recalls
the cultural memory of this forgotten community
and moment in time and encourages the public to
question notions of identity and history.
By converting the abandoned interior of the
Kresge into a hub for the Chinese culinary arts,
the intervention will demystify the ingredients
and techniques used in Chinese cooking, while
functioning as a cultural amenity for communities
of all backgrounds. A vibrant social staircase cuts
through the existing floor structure, establishing
a bright and dynamic public atrium for visitors to
enjoy. Serving multiple functions, the staircase
becomes a common meeting ground where
visitors can congregate, dine, and cultivate
ingredients. Beyond each flight of stairs is an
environment that celebrates Chinese cuisine; a
food market, a demonstration kitchen, a taste
lab, and a kitchen garden. Each space taps into
food's potential to bring people together and allow
them to understand one another. The adaptive
reuse of the Kresge Building reinstates a place
for cultural expression within the urban fabric
of Providence that honors the memory of this
forgotten Chinatown, while challenging stereotypes
and shedding light on the complicated history of
Chinese immigration.
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Motive

"As very good Chinese, South Asian, and Southeast
Asian spots continue to open around the five
boroughs [of Manhattan], and as female chefs
continue to run more of our kitchens, the Michelin
seems to suggest that things are improbably getting
worse on all these fronts."
~ Ryan Sutton, Eater.com Food Critic (2019)

14

On November 6, 2018, the Michelin Guide
announced the results of its annual survey
for New York City’s five boroughs, elevating
seventeen restaurants to it’s coveted starred
status. Of these seventeen establishments,
none were Chinese. In fact, of the 76 restaurants
in New York City lauded by Michelin since
the institution’s 2006 American debut, only
one, China Cafe, is rooted in Chinese cuisine.
Expanded to the greater US, that number
jumps to only two. Much to my dismay, China
Cafe lost its Michelin Star in 2019. Frustrated,
I asked myself why Chinese restaurants were
failing to earn the recognition that I knew many
deserved. As the son of first-generation Chinese
immigrants, my desire to see Chinese culture
authentically represented and celebrated in the
United States is an essential ingredient of my
Chinese-American identity. Furthermore, as the
COVID-19 pandemic began to spread across the
world, I found myself reading endless articles
about the surge of anti-Chinese sentiments
and hate crimes against Chinese people,
specifically here in the United States. These
atrocities were reported to be linked to outdated
misconceptions about the food we consume.
My intent is to bring about a change in the way
the Chinese culture is perceived in the eyes of
Americans through history, food, and community.

15

On Authenticity
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Before diving into the next chapter, I would like
to offer my musings on the topic of authenticity.
Growing up, I never considered Chinese takeout or the food served at Panda Express to be
"authentic" Chinese food. I was blessed to have
delicious, home-cooked Shanghainese meals
cooked by mother everyday. Even more, my
parents made sure that my brother and I visited
China every summer so we could know the true
tastes of our home country. This was my Chinese
food and everything else I saw in America was
inauthentic. The chow meins, egg foo youngs,
and General Tso's Chickens all seemed like fried
and sweetened bastardizations of the food I
grew up eating.
However, over the past couple of years of
research and personal reflection, I have come
to a culinary reckoning. The more I learned
about America's deeply xenophobic Chinese
immigration policy, the more I understood that
the Chinese restaurant industry is its lasting
legacy. In order to survive in America, Chinese
immigrants had to capitalize on their own
culture. Chop suey became their ticket to a new
life. Over two hundred years, the Chinese
restaurant industry molded itself to appeal to the
tastes and whims of American diners. The chow
meins, egg foo youngs, and General Tso's
Chickens that I completely disregarded were
physical representations of over two centuries
worth of assimilation, exclusion, and hate. Still
today, these dishes are still able to find their way
into the hearts and stomachs of Americans
across the country. And while you would be hard
to find any of these dishes served in a restaurant
in China, their authenticity comes in their
method of cooking. Americans could never have

imagined the concept of stir-fry, the quick frying
of ingredients in hot oil over an open flame,
without the advent of chop suey.
I wanted to share this preface to establish
a distinction between Chinese and Chinese
American cuisine. While reading this thesis,
please always keep in mind that Chinese
American cuisine is something completely
unique and distinct to the Chinese immigration
story and was birthed in realizing the American
Dream. The recent rise in Chinese restaurants
in bigger cities serving a more "authentic"
representation of Chinese food to enlightened
diners (i.e. Xi'an Famous Foods, Mr. Jiu's in San
Francisco) is commendable and welcomed.
However, we cannot forget about the
entrepreneurial legacy of the Chinese American
establishments, past and present, that allowed
these restaurants to thrive.
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II. Background

Coming to America

“...the Chinese race [is] a race so different from our
own that we do not permit those belonging to it to
become citizens of the United States.”
~ Justice Marshall Harlan, Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)

20

From banquet-style dinners to 24-hour takeout,
Chinese food has easily become one of America’s
favorite cuisines. According to the Chinese
American Restaurant Association, there are over
45,000 Chinese restaurants operating across
the country, a number that surpasses most of the
major fast-food chains combined.1 This statistic
sparks the questions of how and when did
Chinese food find its way to America and become
so popular.
West Meets East (1849-1882)
The first influx of Chinese immigrants occurred
around 1849 during the California Gold Rush.
When a mountain of gold had been discovered in
California, word spread quickly to Hong Kong and
the Guangdong Province. Thousands of Chinese
sojourners migrated from the Pearl River Delta
to the shores of California, in hopes of striking
gold and making a fortune. By 1852, the California
Gold Rush had brought over 25,000 Chinese
immigrants to America2, and with them, Chinese
food. As China had a more developed restaurant
industry than most of the Western world at the
time, many of these immigrants saw an opportunity
to open Chinese eating establishments, known
as “chow chow houses”, that fed both Chinese
and non-Chinese miners. According to New-York
Tribune correspondent Bayard Taylor, these early
restaurants were “much frequented by Americans
on account of their excellent cookery, and the fact
that meals are $1 each, without regard to quantity.”
In addition to feeding the masses, members
of the enterprising Celestial community also

1

Rude, Emelyn. 2016. “A Very Brief History of Chinese Food in America.”. Time.

https://time.com/4211871/chinese-food-history/.
2

“Searching for the Gold Mountain. Web page. Library of Congress, Washington,

participated in the production of food, establishing
footholds along California’s coast or in the nearby
countryside. America’s first introduction to Chinese
produce, including ginger, bok choy, and yard-long
beans, was due to these Chinese 49ers.3 But as the
prospects of gold soon fizzled out, many Chinese
laborers found themselves stuck in America
without wealth or employment.
Construction of the Transcontinental Railroad,
which would connect Sacramento, California to
Omaha, Nebraska, began in 1863. With a surplus
of disappointed Chinese miners entering the
American economy, the government-funded
railroad project saw an endless supply of cheap
labor at its disposal. The Central Pacific Railroad
Company (CPRR), responsible for the eastbound
portion of the railroad, chose to enlist the labor of
Chinese laborers over their white counterparts due
to their willingness to work long hours for less pay.
Over 12,000 Chinese were exploited by the CPRR
compared to the paltry 3,000 whites.4 As progress
made its way across the country, pockets of
Chinese communities were established in Montana,
Idaho, Nevada and Arizona. Soon, the Chinese were
beginning to be seen by whites as a pernicious and
ubiquitous ethnic group. As the Transcontinental
Railroad came to completion in 18695, anti-Chinese
sentiment began to reach its boiling point. Cheap
Chinese labor, otherwise known as “coolieism”, was
becoming a threat against the white working class,
prompting calls for government action.

4

Mendelson, Anne. 2016. Chow Chop Suey : Food and the Chinese American

Journey. Arts and Traditions of the Table: Perspectives on Culinary History. 58.
5

The junction of the railroads at Promontory Point in Utah was marked by a

D.C. 20540 USA. https://www.loc.gov/classroom-materials/immigration/chinese/

ceremony devoid of Chinese dignitaries, and the “Asiatic laborers” who had

searching-for-the-gold-mountain/.

carried out most of the Central Pacific blasting and track-laying were left to

3

Bayard Taylor, Eldorado: Or, Adventures in the Path of Empire (New York: G. P.

trudge back to California on foot.

Putnam, 1861), 117.
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The Exclusion Years (1882-1943)
In 1882, the US government passed the Chinese
Exclusion Act, the first immigration law that
excluded an entire ethnic group, which marked a
sharp turn in the history of Chinese immigration, as
it suspended Chinese laborers from immigrating to
the United States or seek citizenship for a decade.
The Geary Act of 1892 prolonged the stipulations
of the Exclusion Act, and required legal Chinese
residents to obtain certificates of residence and
produce them on demand. The number of Chinese
immigrants dropped from 39,579 in 1882 to 198 in
1885.6 The Chinese population in America would
never reach the 100,000 mark again until after
WWII.7 Thus began the more than half a century
of Yellow Peril sentiment that forced Chinese
immigrants out of the unskilled labor market. With
scant means of employment, Chinese laborers
turned to self-employment, where cooking for
white Americans remained one of the only secure
and lucrative options.
The Exclusion years prompted a significant
geographic redistribution of the existing Chinese
population eastward and into urban areas. Cities
like New York and Chicago experienced growth
spurts in their small Chinatowns. Between 1880
and 1930, their Chinese populations rose from,
respectively, 747 and 172 to 8,414 and 2,757, while
the San Francisco Chinese population shrank from
21,745 to 16,303.8 Nevertheless, as occupational
marginalization curbed the threat of Yellow Peril,
attitudes towards the Chinese shifted from disdain
to curiosity, Chinatowns across the country
transformed into tourist hotspots. Non-Chinese

6

US Bureau of Census, Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times

to 1957 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1960), 59.
7

Chen, Y. (2017, June 28). The Rise of Chinese Food in the United States. Oxford

Research Encyclopedia of American History
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patrons frequented these ethnic enclaves in search
of novelty and entertainment, and as Chinatowns
became more popular, so did Chinese food.
Restaurants became spaces where white visitors
could escape from reality and immerse themselves
in an opulent and exotic atmosphere adorned with
red lanterns, rich silks, and gilded dragons. More
importantly, however, they could get a taste of the
widely publicized chop suey, the stir fried melange
that became synonymous with Chinese food. In just
a few decades, Chinese food and culture went from
an unwelcome lifestyle to a fashionable trend.
Despite the newfound craze over Chinese food,
restrictions on Chinese immigration remained in
play and were further bolstered by The Immigration
Act of 1917 (which imposed literacy tests on
immigrants) and The Asian Exclusion Act of 1924
(which banned all immigration from Asia). One of
the few exceptions to the rule came in the form
of the Boxer Indemnity Scholarship Program of
1908. The anti-Western, antimissionary Boxer
Rebellion that broke out in China in 1900 was
quelled by an alliance of foreign powers, resulting
in a treaty that required the imperial government
to pay a large sum to each foreign signatory. The
United States, however, realized it had been given
too much of the stipulated amount. To repay this
surplus, President Theodore Roosevelt opened
America’s doors between 1909 to 1930 to over
1,300 Chinese scholars for them to study at
American universities.9 Seemingly a small amount,
this group of immigrants was crucial in establishing
a reputable, Chinese American cognoscenti and
altering the way Americans interacted with and
perceived the Chinese.

8

Mendelson, 89.

9

Ibid. 140.

Chinese Food Rising (1943-present)
By 1941, America decided to fully open its borders
to China after the bombing of Pearl Harbor
triggered the United States to side with China
in opposition to the Japanese. The resulting
Magnuson Act of 1943 reversed the effects of
all Exclusion-era legislation, allowing citizenship
to Chinese nationals and a new, albeit small,
immigration quota into America. Rising calls for
additional immigration reform alongside the Civil
Rights Movement pressured Lyndon B. Johnson
to finally pass the Hart-Celler Act in 1965, which
abolished the racist quota system established in
1924, and essentially ended the plight of Chinese
seeking to immigrate. As more Chinese were
granted reentry into the United States, Americans
were now exposed to a new multitude of diverse
cuisines outside of just the Guangdong Province.
Many of these immigrants hailed from the Chiang
Kai-Shek-led Republic of China, or Taiwan, and
represented a patchwork of different Chinese
regionalities. Mao Zedong, leader of the People’s
Republic of China’s, assumption of the mainland in
1949 forced Chiang Kai-Shek to the small island
along with close to 2 million of his followers. Coming
to an open America meant the opportunity for
these immigrants to create a new life away from
political strife, and the Chinese restaurant industry
afforded them these economic opportunities.
These newcomers represented all corners of the
mainland - from Beijing, Guanzhou, Shanghai,
Sichuan, Hunan - and for the first time Americans
got a taste of Chinese food other than the chop
suey fare of Cantonese cooking.

10

The passage of the Hart-Celler Act resulted
in a Chinese food frenzy and Richard Nixon’s 1972
publicized tour of China helped strengthen that
fervor. Fashionable Chinese restaurants became
the talk of the town in major cities. Chinese
cooking schools, cookbooks, and tv shows
provided Americans a chance to understand—
and possibly cook Chinese food at home. By
1980 Chinese food had clearly become the most
popular ethnic cuisine, constituting about 30
percent of America’s major ethnic cuisines.10 With
the Hart-Cellar Act in play, the United States was
able to become the melting pot of ethnicities
that it is known as today. Mao Zedong's death
in 1976 reigned in a new era of Sino-American
relations, and the accords signed between Jimmy
Carter and Deng Xiaoping granted the People's
Republic of China a new immigration quota of
20,000.11 The anti-democratic Tiananmen Square
Protests of 1989, however, brought an abrupt end
to the hopeful post-Mao phase of relations, which
engendered an exodus of immigrants from the
mainland and Taiwan seeking political asylum. In
just a matter of decades, the Chinese American
population skyrocketed, jumping from 237,292 in
1970 to 1,645,472 in 1990.12 As Chinese immigrants
from all regionalities and backgrounds settled into
the US, the face of America's culinary landscape
would be drastically altered.

Chen, Y. (2017, June 28).

11

Mendelson. 250.

12

Chen, Y.
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U.S.Chinese Population (1850-2019)
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1848

1865

1875

1885

The California Gold Rush
begins. Chinese from
the Guangdong Province
immigrate to Gold Mountain
looking for prosperity.

The Central Pacific
Railroad begins recruiting
Chinese immigrants for
the construction of the
Transcontinental Railroad

Congress passes the Page
Act, which bars Chinese,
Japanese, and “Mongolian”
prostitutes, felons, and
contract laborer immigration.

Racial prejudice toward
the Chinese laborers
leads to the Rock Springs
Massacre, where 28
Chinese miners died and
15 were injured.

1858

1870

1882

California legally prohibits
Chinese and Mongolian
immigration through “An Act
to Discourage the Immigration
to This State of Persons Who
Cannot Become Citizens”.

Congress approves the
Naturalization Act, which
extended citizenship to
African Americans, but
denied it to Asians.

The Chinese Exclusion Act is
passed by Congress, halting
Chinese laborer immigration for 10
years and denying Chinese from
becoming naturalized U.S. citizens.

1892

1906

1917

The Geary Act extends
the Chinese Exclusion
Act for another 10 years
and requires all Chinese
residents to carry permits.

An earthquake in San
Francisco destroys public
birth documents. Chinese
Americans use this as
an opportunity to claim
citizenship. (Paper sons)

The Immigration Act of 1917
restricts immigration of
Asian persons and denies
entry of natives from the
“barred zone.”

1904

1908

1924

The Chinese Exclusion Act
is extended indefinitely.

The Boxer Indemnity
Scholarship Program is
enacted which allows
Chinese scholars to study
at American universities.

The Asian Exclusion Act excludes
all Asian laborer immigrants from
entering into the United States.
Resulted in the creation of the U.S.
Border Patrol.

25

26

1943

1952

1965

Magnuson Act: Congress
repeals all Chinese exclusion
laws, grants Chinese the right
to become naturalized citizens,
and allows 105 Chinese to
immigrate to the US each year.

The Walter-McCarran
Immigration and
Naturalization Act revokes
the Asian Exclusion Act
of 1924.

The Hart-Celler Act removes
de facto discrimination
against Southern and Eastern
Europeans, Asians, as well
as other non-Northwestern
European ethnic groups from
American immigration policy.

1941

1949

1953

The United States
declares war after the
Japanese attack Pearl
Harbor. China is now an
ally of the United States.

The United States grants
refugee status to 5,000
highly educated Chinese
after China launches
Communist government.

The Refugee Relief Act
offers unlimited immigrant
visas to Chinese refugees.

2020: 5,200,000
5,000,000

4,000,000
2010: 3,347,229

3,000,000

2,000,000
1990: 1,645,472

1,000,000
1970: 237,292

0

1976

2019

Mao Zedong passes and
Deng Xiaoping assumes the
role as leader of the PRC,
reigning in a new era of SinoAmerican relations.

The Covid-19 pandemic
ravages the United States,
resulting in heightened
aggression towards
members of the Asian
American Pacific Islander
community.

1972

1989

Richard Nixon visits China for
seven days, ending 25 years of no
communication or diplomatic ties
between the two countries and was
the key step in normalizing relations
between the U.S. and China.

The Tiananmen Square
Protests lead to a large
exodus of migrants from
the PRC and Taiwan to
America.
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Appealing to the Masses
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As noted in the previous section, the moment
Chinese migrants stepped foot in America, they
were immediately marginalized because of their
otherness. The Exclusion Act of 1882 denied
Chinese migrants of their economic freedom
and opportunity, which forced many Chinese
laborers into the service industry. However, the
story of Chinese immigration to America should
not be seen only through the lens of despair and
adversity, but also as one of perseverance and
entrepreneurship. Assimilation, self-orientalism,
and adaptation, these tactics were used by the
Chinese as ways to appeal to Westerners. They
functioned as a means of survival in a climate
designed to exoticize and disenfranchise their
bodies and culture.
An Appeal to Domesticity
The events of World War II led to an
unprecedented rise in the popularity of
Chinese food. The bombing of Pearl Harbor
shifted American attitudes of the Chinese
towards sympathy. White Americans felt an
urge to understand Chinese culture and the
hardships they had endured for the past century.
American students who had studied abroad
in China, housewives seeking a culinary thrill
and challenge, and fanatics of the burgeoning
Chinese restaurant scene all wanted to try their
hand at recreating their culinary favorites. As
a result, the domestic sphere became one of
Chinese food's greatest allies. Between 1945 and
1980, countless volumes of Chinese cookbooks
were published with varying degrees of success.
Apart from working in the restaurant business,

1

Mendelson. 163.

2

Ibid. 211.

Chinese newcomers (primarily women) saw the
cookbook industry as a way to not only make
a living, but also to spread awareness of the
Chinese culture. While some publications had
difficulty breaking the English-Chinese linguistic
barrier, others became seminal additions to
the Chinese American cultural anthology.
Buwei Yang Chao's How to Cook and Eat in
Chinese (1945) became one of the first Chinese
cookbooks that accurately translated Chinese
cooking concepts into English. Aware of the
limitations of the American kitchen, Buwei
transformed previously indiscernible cooking
techniques and ingredients into digestible
recipes for the everyday housewife. Her
cookbook would remain in publication until 1980.1
Another notable cookbook published during
this period was Johnny Kan's Eight Immortal
Flavors: Secrets of Cantonese Cookery (1963).
While Chao's cookbook made Chinese cuisine
accessible, Johnny Kan's book embraced the
"strange" flavors and ingredients unique to
Cantonese cooking. He expected readers to
appreciate the sulphurous taste of thousandyear eggs and cook with unknown ingredients
such as fermented bean curd, shrimp paste,
dried scallops or squid, bean milk skin, and
different kinds of preserved vegetables.2
In unabashedly featuring an authentic and
transparent version of Chinese cookery, Kan
did what many cookbook authors ignored;
Kan's writing was an homage to the Cantonese
ancestors who had cooked and suffered in order
for Chinese immigrants like him to make a living
in America.

29

Below is a list of Chinese cookbooks released between 1945-1980.
Note that this list is not comprehensive. Its purpose is to show the
high demand for Chinese cookbooks during this period.
How to Cook and Eat in Chinese

Buwei Yang Chao

1945

The Joy of Chinese Cooking

Doreen Yen Hung Feng

1950

Cooking with the Chinese Flavor

Tsuifeng Lin and Hsiangju Lin

1956

The Pleasures of Chinese Cooking

Grace Zia Chu

1962

Joyce Chen Cook Book

Joyce Chen

1962

Eight Immortal Flavors: Secrets of Cantonese
Cookery

Johnny Kan

1963

The Thousand Recipe Chinese Cookbook

Gloria Bley Miller

1966

The Cooking of China

Emily Hahn

1968

Chinese Gastronomy

Tsuifeng Lin & Hsiangju Lin

1969

The Chinese Cookbook

Craig Claiborne & Virginia Lee

1972

Chinese Cuisine: Wei-Chuan Cooking Book

Su-Huei Huang

1972

The Mandarin Way

Cecilia Chang

1974

How to Order and Eat in Chinese

Buwei Yang Chao

1974

The Good Food of Szechwan

Robert Delfs

1974

Madame Chu’s Chinese Cooking School

Grace Zia Chu

1975

Florence Lin’s Chinese Regional Cookbook

Florence Lin

1975

Florence Lin’s Vegetarian Chinese Cookbook

Florence Lin

1976

Mrs. Chiang’s Szechwan Cookbook

Chiang Jung-feng

1976

Florence Lin’s Chinese One-Dish Meals

Florence Lin

1978

The Key to Chinese Cooking

Irene Kuo

1978

Florence Lin’s Cooking with Fire Pots

Florence Lin

1979
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236. Steamed Bread or ‘Man-T’ou’

The Chinese eat baked wheat things, such as the sesame hot
biscuit, only as breakfast things or light refreshments. The chief
forms of wheat food in wheat-eating places are boiled or steamed
instead of baked. Noodles are the chief boiled form and man-t’ou
is the chief steamed form. To make man-t’ou, use:
6 cups dry flour
1/2 oz. dry active yeast (or its equivalent in
brewer’s yeast)
2 cups lukewarm water
2 tb-sp. sugar
Melt the yeast in the lukewarm water and use it to knead the flour and
sugar (mixed in before wetting) into dough. Continue kneading for 10
min., using 1/2 cup (additional) dusting flour to keep it from sticking
to your fingers. Divide into 20 equal portions. To make equal division
easier, roll the dough into a bar and cut up into sections by length, as
your eye can judge length better than volume. With your thumbs and
index fingers, work each piece with a sort of wrapping and tucking
motion from outside in, so as to bring out a dome and a bottom, like a
hot roll. ne stule is to ahve the roll stand up high, like a rounded haystack. You can get this shape by squeezing and rolling the roll gently
and repeatedly between the palms of your hands while having it stand
on its bottom. There are other fancy shapes. But so long as there is no
stuffing a man-t’ou is a man-t’ou for all its variations.
Put aside again for 20 min. for the dough to rise. Then steam
on a steaming tier (never pile one man-t’ou on top of another) for 15
min. Do not use too flat a lid, as condesations dripping on the mant’ou may cause dark spots.

33
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Pressed Mandarin Duck

1 four-pound to five-pound duck
1 teaspoon salt
½ cup soy sauce
1 teaspoon sugar
3 scallions, trimmed
2 ribs celery
Cornstarch
2 quarts vegetable oil
Lettuce leaves
2 cups sweet and sour sauce (recipe follows)
½ Cup toasted almonds
1. Place the duck in a deep pan.
2. Combine the salt, soy sauce and sugar and rub the mixture over the
bird. Pour the remainder of the marinade into the duck’s cavity and
swirl around until inside is coated. Drain.
3. Place the duck on a heatproof dish and place the dish in a steaming
utensil with enough water for steaming. Place the scallions and celery
on top of the duck. Cover and steam two and one-half hours, making
certain that there is sufficient water in the kettle.
4. Remove the duck and, when it is cool enough to handle, carefully
remove all bones, keeping the bird in its original shape as much as
possible. Place the boned duck on a flat surface and press down
until the duck is three-quarters of an inch thick. Sprinkle the duck
generously with cornstarch; steam 30 minutes longer. Remove and
cool. Cut the steamed duck into quarters.
5. Heat the oil and deep-fry the duck until golden brown. Drain on
absorbent towels. With a sharp cleaver, cut the duck into one-and-onehalf-inch squares. Line a serving platter with lettuce, arrange the duck
on the lettuce and top with sweet and sour sauce. Sprinkle with the
almonds and serve.
Yield: Six to eight servings.
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An Appeal to Aesthetics
Many Americans have a shared visual impression
when thinking of Chinatown: glowing red lanterns,
sweeping pagoda rooftops, imposing dragon gates.
The experience of visiting any Chinatown is an
orchestrated experience of sights, sounds, tastes, and
smells that look and feel exotic to the Western eye,
but inauthentic to Chinese people. These design
follies can be traced all the way back to the early
beginnings of the 20th century. In his seminal work
Orientalism (1978), Edward Said proposed
a critique of the art movement Orientalism as
the source of the false cultural images with which the
Western world perceives cultures of Asia.3
In postcolonial times, Western dominance took the
form of representation in place of militaristic power.
Said suggests that "to represent the Orient is to
construct or invent it, and thus to eventually exercise
power over it."4 Eurocentric depictions of the Orient
exoticized and romanticized Asian cultures,
construing them as the Other and placing them on the
fringes of society. Orientalism became a means of
justification for the exploration, exploitation,
colonization, and ‘civilization’ of the East - in other
words, the Western Orientalist knows more about "the
Orient" than do "the Orientals".
In 1906, an earthquake devastated San
Francisco’s shabby and dwindling Chinatown,
leaving a blank slate in its stead.5 With Chinatown
razed to the ground, city officials saw this tragedy
as a chance to finally oust an ethnic community
that they saw as undesirable and pestilent from the
city center. When efforts to rebuild were rebuffed

3

Said, Edward W. Orientalism. Penguin Books, 2019.

Yan, Grace, and Carla Almeida Santos. 2009. “‘CHINA, FOREVER’: Tourism
Discourse and Self-Orientalism.” Annals of Tourism Research 36 (2): 295–315. 5
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Mendelson. 92.
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by the city government, Chinese business leaders
threatened to leave San Francisco and take their
successful businesses with them, forcing the
city to capitulate and cease their discriminatory
campaign. Two Americans, architect T.
Paterson Ross and engineer A.W. Burgren, were
commissioned to redesign the neighborhood.
Having never been to China before, the two men
attempted to create their interpretation of Chinese
design using old photographs of primarily religious
architecture.6 The resulting architectural pastiche
of Shangri-La style buildings was a deliberate
attempt in transforming the neighborhood into a
tourist theme park worthy of visitation. Restaurants
were soon to follow suit. Diners ate at Chinese
restaurants not only for the cheap and delicious
food, but also to be transported to somewhere
exotic. Restaurant owners deliberately create an
interior atmosphere that feels Chinese - from the
eating utensils and decor down to the choice of
music - because they know it is profitable.
These visions of Chinese culture were the
westerner-friendly version of China: vaguely
exotic, but safe enough for middle-class white
America. The resulting success of this new Chinese
American aesthetic established a new economic
model for Chinese settlements across the nation.
Thus began the perpetual state of cultural
subjugation that has created the current image
of Chinese American culture. These acts of selforientalism were a means for self-preservation; the
Chinese needed to capitalize on their otherness in
order to make a living in America.

Right Beijing. Part of the photoseries
Brunchcity by Andrea Portoles and Bea
Crespo. 2015
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Left A view of the total devastation San
Francisco's Chinatown experienced as a result
of the 1906 earthquake.
Top Right The Sing Chong Building in San
Francisco was one of the first building's to be
built in the image of the "new Chinatown."
Middle Right The Chinatown Telephone
Exchange building, rebuilt after the earthquake
in 1909, dons the stereotypical pagoda rooftop.
Bottom Right The Dragon Gate paifang in
San Francisco, bequeathed by Taiwan in 1969.
This gate marks the southern entrance to
Chinatown.

39

An Appeal to Tastes
A conversation about Chinese food in America is
not complete without the mention of chop suey.
Chop suey is a term that has become synonomous
with Chinese American cuisine. The word, which
is a romanization of tsap sui (Cantonese) or za
sui (Mandarin), essentially means "miscellaneous
fragments” or “broken-up odds and ends".7 The dish
is essentially a stir-fry composed of meats (chicken,
fish,beef, and pork), eggs, and vegetables (i.e. bean
sprouts, cabbage, celery, onion) mixed in a sweet
and starchy sauce.8 First introduced to Americans
during the California Gold Rush, chop suey was a
meal that fed both Chinese and White miners. When
the effects of the Exclusion Act took hold, Chinese
men had no choice but to capitalize on their exisitng
chop suey houses and convert them into full-fledged
businesses so they could acquire coveted merchant
status and survive.9
Since the idea of stir-frying as a cooking
method was completely foreign to American
minds at the time, chop suey became coveted
for its exotic flavors, generous portions, and
cheap prices. As traditional Chinese ingredients
and flavors were not so easily received by
American consumers, Chinese cooks adapted
their dishes to please their palates. Chop suey,
as a result, tended to consist of simple meats
and vegetables covered in a thick and sweet
sauce. When urban legends of the dish being
served to Li Hongzhang, a distinguished viceroy
of the Qing dynasty, during his his state visit in
1896, popularity for the dish skyrocketed leading
to a “chop suey craze” that swept America

7

Mendelson. 105.

8
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9
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in the early twentieth century.10 Chop suey
restaurants had by the mid-1920s evolved into
popular luncheonettes where the working class
could grab a bite to eat and popular culture took
note. They became the subjects for American
artists like Edward Hopper and Max Weber,
their quotidian dramas encapsulating a perfect
snapshot of the American working class. Even
Louis Armstrong would go on to record a famous
song titled "Cornet Chop Suey". Chop suey
was soon joined by a cavalcade of westernfriendly dishes such as chow mein and egg foo
young, mainstays in the Chinese restaurant
repertoire that Americans still know and love
today. Chinese restaurateurs removed less
popular items including bean curd, chicken feet,
and whole fish to make way for these culinary
stars. Bread and butter was served during meals
to bring a level of familiarity to their patrons.
Some even went to the point of positioning
themselves as split-identity eating houses,
including traditional American fare (Virginia ham,
veal cutlet, chocolate cake) on their menus to
make their restaurants even more appealing to
non-Chinese customers.11 Thus, saw the birth of
Chinese-American cuisine.

Chop Suey, 2020
Robert Yang
Woodcut with color
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Left A vintage advertisement for Chunk King
instant meals that brought Chinese food into
the domestic sphere.
Top Right Edward Hopper, Chop Suey, 1929, oil
on canvas, 32 x 38 in.
Bottom Right Max Weber, Chinese Restaurant,
1915, Oil, charcoal, and collaged paper on linen,
40 × 48 1/8in.
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Sinophobia: The Fear of China

Chinese restaurant syndrome n (1968) : a group
of symptoms (as numbness of the neck, arms, and
back with headache, dizziness, and palpitations)
that is held to affect susceptible persons eating
food and esp. Chinese food heavily seasoned with
monosodium glutamate
~ Merriam-Webster Dictionary
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Dirty. Unhealthy. Uncivilized. Blackmarket.
Cheap.
These are words that have been used as
descriptors of Chinese food since the first
Chinese immigrants arrived in America in
the 1850s. While Americans have enjoyed
the tastes and joys of Chinese cookery, they
have also used Chinese food as a nefarious
device to accentuate the otherness of the
Chinese community. For almost two centuries,
a mythology of stereotypes and fallacies spun
around Chinese food has been perpetuated and
thrust upon the collective American mindset.
The most notorious of these misconceptions
would have to be the myth that the Chinese
eat rats or dogs. From the moment immigrants
from Guangdong stepped foot on the coasts of
California, they were immediately marginalized
due to their physical appearances. Anne
Mendelson summarizes the views of white
miners with unfortunate precision:
The more south Guangdong Chinese
thronged onto the scene, the more
repellent and inhuman features their
neighbors claimed to see in them. At an
average height of no more than five feet,
the alien bipeds appeared comically
small by contrast with stalwart American
manhood...their shaven foreheads and
yard-long queues looked grotesque; their
lack or near-lack of beards suggested an
unnatural sexlessness. Their color was

1

Mendelson. 56.

2

Ibid.

3

Tansey, Tilli. 2019. “Plague in San Francisco: Rats, Racism and Reform.” Nature

not light yellow but a darker shade that
contemptuous whites sometimes derided
as half negroid; their flattened noses
and strangely angled facial contours
reinforced the comparison. Their speech
was more hideous to Western ears than
any other foreign language.1
The Chinese were perceived as a barbaric people
and attacks upon their eating habits corroborated
these sentiments. White miners spread rumors that
the Chinese consumed “rat pies” and “vermin of
the creeping crawling kind”.2 As the Chinese were
preferred for their cheap labor, this type of racist
rhetoric intensified to abet the calls for exclusion.
Illustrations and political cartoons depicting the
Chinese as a rat-eating people were accompanied
with the words “they must go”, all in an attempt
to discredit and bring suspicion to the Chinese.
The association of Chinese immigrants with these
unsanitary practices reached a breaking point in
the early 1900s when cases of the long dormant
bubonic plague were discovered in Honolulu. A
common racist fallacy at the time was that those of
European descent were immune to such diseases
that affected the deprived, crowded, and non-white
communities outside their of their circles.3 Due to
the damaging and disenfranchising effects of the
Exclusion Act, Chinese laborers were forced into
these inhumane living conditions. When cases
of the plague appeared in Honolulu's Chinatown
in 1899, public health officials immediately
quarantined the neighborhood that housed over

568 (7753): 454–55.
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3,000 Chinese, 1,500 Japanese, and 1,000 Native
Hawaiians, in fear that they might contaminate
the surrounding communities.4 Since the early
victims were Chinese, ugly cries arose for the
destruction of all Asian neighborhoods on the
pretext that they seemed to be breeding grounds
for plague. Residents of Chinatown were marched
to disinfection stations where all men, women and
children were stripped naked, sent to a fumigation
shower and endured an intimate physical
inspection in plain sight.5 On January 20, 1900,
in order to quell the disease, the Board of Health
attempted a controlled burn that roared out of
control and consumed a fifth of Honolulu’s buildings
and the homes of 5,000 people. White residents
who had come to gawk at the fire also gathered
with baseball bats and pick handles, to ensure
that the fire victims ended up in tightly controlled
refugee camps.6 These hardworking communities,
already suffering from the Exclusion Act, were now
being driven out of their own residences because of
racist fears and misinformation. While the years of
Exclusion and panic are far behind and the United
States has become a more accepting country,
these opinions still exist today.

4
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Top A fumigation shower in Honolulu, c.1900,
Hawai’i State Archives.
Bottom The fire started by health authorities
in an effort to "sanitize" the city's Chinatown
in 1900 raged out of control, destroying much
of the city
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Left 1880s advertisement for an American
vermin poison called “Rough on Rats". The
racist image perpetuated a long-held belief
among some Americans that the Chinese on a
regular basis ate live rats as a snack
Right Political cartoons depicting the
otherness of the Chinese based on their
appearances and culture.
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Another myth resides in the misconception
that much of the Chinese food served in popular
restaurants today is unhealthy. Critics and the
“health conscious” often question the origin and
quality of ingredients, the cleanliness of kitchens,
and the main offender, the addition of MSG.
Monosodium glutamate (MSG) was patented
by Japanese chemist, Kikunae Ikeda, in 1908
and has since become a popular seasoning in
Chinese cooking.7 The compound, which is a
manmade version of a naturally occurring amino
acid, works as a salivation and flavor enhancer
that modulates our perception of otherwise plain
ingredients. For over a century, MSG has been
tested in laboratories and used in kitchens around
the world, yet Chinese restaurants have been
demonized for their use of the additive. It has
been blamed for a number of unfounded adverse
reactions – headaches, sweating, flushing,
numbness of the face and neck, palpitations,
nausea, chest pain and sleeplessness – prompting
the racist-driven term “Chinese restaurant
syndrome”. The outdated term is no longer a
household phrase, and there have been recent
efforts to expunge the term entirely from the
Merriam-Webster dictionary.

7

“Chinese Restaurant Syndrome: Has MSG Been Unfairly Demonised?” 2018.
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Nevertheless, the “Chinese food is bad
for you” mentality still lives on today. In 2019,
Lucky Lee’s, a white-owned fast-casual Chinese
restaurant in Manhattan, attempted to market
its food as a healthy and clean alternative to
mainstream Chinese food. The owner’s claim
that Chinese food was too oily and made her
feel “bloated and icky” perpetuated the negative
stereotypes associated with Chinese cuisine,
and was immediately met with outrage on social
media. The Lucky Lee’s controversy sparks a
broader discussion on the racially-driven lines
drawn around which foods are “clean” and
“sophisticated.” Why, for instance, is Italian or
French cuisine - both foreign to the United States
- seen as high-class fine dining, while Chinese
food is still often regarded as quick, cheap, and
low quality?

Right Butcher, Michael. Ajinomoto MSG, Wall
Street Journal. April 27, 2019
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Over time, these stereotypes began to
lose their traction. Metropolitan cities like New
York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago,
have been experiencing a new wave of Chinese
chefs and restaurants that have brought fresh
and exciting takes on Chinese cuisine to the
table. However, with the advent of the COVID-19
pandemic, this progress has essentially been
reversed, and the misconceptions around
Chinese people and their food have now been
revived and even exacerbated. The purported
origins of the virus in a wet market located in
Wuhan, China helped perpetuate the myths and
fears that revolve around what Chinese people
eat. News outlets like the Wall Street Journal
framed the types of foods found in these wet
markets as “carcasses and live specimens of
dozens of wild animals—from bamboo rats to
ostriches, baby crocodiles and hedgehogs,”
leading many Americans to blame the Chinese
for the spread of the virus because of their eating
habits.8 In the following weeks on social media,
videos that had no relation to the pandemic
or even China began to resurface of Chinese
people eating bats and mice, prompting floods of
distasteful and misinformed comments. These
claims eerily harken back to the San Francisco
quarantine of 1900 and the aforementioned
racist tropes that portrayed the Chinese as dirty
and uncivilized eaters.
As the novel coronavirus remained
unchecked in America and cases grew, so did
the negative effects on the Chinese American
community. According to a CNN report from

8

April, almost 60% of independent Chinese
restaurants across the country stopped their
credit and debit card transactions, indicating
they had ceased operations.9 While business at
restaurants of every nature took a blow because
the indoor dining restrictions and overall fear of
the virus, Chinese restaurants were among the
first and hardest hit due to associations with
Wuhan. To add insult to injury, reports of hate
crimes not just against Chinese Americans, but
all Asian Americans, spread across the country
like wildfire. Since the beginning of the pandemic
in March 2020, researchers at Stop AAPI Hate, a
coalition formed to combat racism during the
pandemic, received reports of over 3,000 hate
crimes against Asian Americans, ranging from
racial slurs to violent acts.10 These incidents
were, without a doubt, spurred upon by the racist
rhetoric – terms such as “kung flu” and the
“China virus” – that former President Donald
Trump used throughout the pandemic. America’s
behavioral reaction to COVID-19 revealed that
much of the ill-will and bias towards Chinese and
Asian Americans still exists, and is still
undeniably tied to the food we eat. In New York
City alone, the NYPD recorded an over 1900%
increase in anti-Asian related crimes, prompting
grassroots organizations such as Send
Chinatown Love and Asian restaurants across
the city to pull together resources and help out
these communities in need. And even with
President Biden’s executive order condemning
anti-Asian racism in play, the question remains,
“What more can and be done to offset this
hostility?”
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Early in February, I read unsupported speculations that a virus ravaging a distant city
called Wuhan was due to a Chinese taste for a strange scaled mammal called the pangolin,
which resembles an anteater but is cuddlier than its lumbering tube-snouted look-alike.
Around that time, during a dinner party, I laughed when a friend quipped: “How do you eat
a pangolin anyway? Do you dip its scales in butter like an artichoke?” When I tweeted that
same joke the next day, a writer I knew responded, “It’s used for medicinal purposes.” He
was simply stating a fact, but I suddenly realized that I could be spreading stereotypes
about Chinese people. I deleted the tweet with a reminder to self: Make fun of Asians only
around other Asians.
When the virus spread to South Korea, I became worried. I had family in Seoul, many of
whom were elderly aunts and uncles most at risk.
“They’re ﬁne,” my mother said. “They never go out anyway.”
I scolded her, telling her that she should be more worried. But if I was so worried, why didn’t
I just call and check on them? I did follow a cousin in Seoul on Instagram. Every few days,
she posted photographs of ﬂowers that she arranged herself. Throughout the alarming spike
of the coronavirus to its eventual dip in Seoul, her Instagram posts remained stubbornly
consistent, revealing nothing except for the same artfully arranged bouquets of fragrant
white roses, pink peonies and fringed tulips.
When I ﬁnally called her, she told me that she bought the ﬂowers from a wholesaler that
remained open. She walked 10 minutes to the shop and bought ﬂowers every week or two,
wearing an air-ﬁltration mask that she spritzed with sanitizer and dried in the sun after use.
Every morning she received text messages of locations where people testing positive had
been and avoided those locations. She said she was worried about me. She had heard stories
of how Asians wearing masks have been harassed in Europe and the United States. “In
Korea,” she told me, “we look at you funny if you’re not wearing a mask in public. We think
you’re being selﬁsh.”
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Left Data over the course of an entire year
reveals an alarming rise in AAPI related
harrassment in the wake of COVID-19.
Right Members of the AAPI community
protest in New York in reponse to the rise of
AAPI related hate crimes and violence.
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The Biggest Little Chinatown

“The Chinese are inveterate gamblers: the vice is
inherent in the race. Only by scattering them can we
ever hope to minimize the unlawful practice.”
~ Superintendant Murray (1913) 1

8

“A ‘New China’ Here Too,” Providence Journal, February 16, 1913, section 5, 5.
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The term “Chinatown” is most often associated
with larger metropolitan cities such as New
York, San Francisco, Chicago, and Boston. They
are home to hundreds of thousands of Chinese
Americans and have become urban symbols of
the Chinese migration story to the United States.
Many, therefore, are surprised to discover that a
city such as Providence, Rhode Island was once
the home to a small, yet prominent, Chinatown.
The first official record of a Chinese resident
in Rhode Island was from the Rhode Island Census
of 1865.2 This number grew, as it did across
the country, as more Chinese nationals began
migrating to the States in search of prosperity
and a new beginning. Between 1875 and 1900,
Providence witnessed a steady influx of Chinese
migrants as the population grew from 9 to 366.3
Due to the prohibitive nature of the Exclusion
Act on employment, laundromats were the main
source of business for the Chinese, and by 1900,
more than 100 laundromats had been established
in Providence.4
Despite these figures, there was no
physical concentration of Chinese immigrants
or semblance of a Chinatown in Downtown
Providence; the Chinese presence existed
only in small businesses scattered throughout
Providence. Beginning in 1902, however, clusters
of Chinese businesses and boarding houses
began to colonize the then-Burrill Street and
Chapel Street, and in less than a decade, spilled
into a majority of Empire Street.5 Chinese grocers,
laundromats, restaurants, and boardinghouses
lined the streets, creating a vibrant and colorful

1

“A ‘New China’ Here Too,” Providence Journal, February 16, 1913, section 5, 5.

2

Lim, Imogene, and John Eng-Wong. 1994. “Chow Mein Sandwiches: Chinese

urban scene that was foreign to most American
eyes. During this period, the number of Chinese
restaurants reached its peak and made up the
backbone of the Chinatown economy.6 Chop
suey houses like the Port Arthur Restaurant and
the Chin Lee Corporation became local favorites
due to their relatively inexpensive menus, easily
palatable offerings, and exuberant atmospheres.
An excerpt from the December 13, 1914
Providence Sunday Journal wrote: “The front of
the block was decorated with fantastic banners,
red streamers, peacock feathers, and gilt signs
emblazoned with Chinese characters.”7 These
were the fledgling beginnings of a new Chinatown.
Unfortunately, the excitement of
Providence’s Chinatown was shortlived. A call
for the widening of Empire Street in 1914 resulted
in the destruction of most of the buildings in
Chinatown and forced many of the Chinese
residents out of their homes. This sudden
change in attitude and attempt at cultural
erasure stemmed from the latent discriminatory
views that many Americans harbored towards
the Chinese. Chinese businesses, in particular
restaurants, were seen as threats not only to the
economic well-being of white-owned businesses,
but also to the purity of white women.
Restaurants were often depicted as dens of
depravity rampant with gambling and opium
consumption, whose presence would harm other
businesses around them. These establishments
became tourist attractions not only for their
exotic flair, but also for their potential for vice, a
reason that did not sit well with white Americans.

4

The profits derived from these businesses would help Chinese families finance

Providence’s vibrant Chinese restaurant industry. (Ibid., 421.)

American Entrepreneurship in Rhode Island.” In Origins and Destinations: 41

5

Essays on Chinese America, 417–36. Los Angeles: Chinese Historical Society of

settlement along Burrill Street, which could explain the exodus to Empire Street

Southern California, UCLA Asian American Studies Center, 420.

6

Between 1910 and 1920, there were over 13 Chinese restaurants in Providence

7

Stone, David Norton. 2019. Lost Restaurants of Providence. Arcadia Publishing.

3

Ibid.

Records show that a mysterious fire burned down much of the Chinese
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Americans particularly feared the negative
influence Chinese restaurants had on young,
white women. There was a popular misconception
that the Chinese would lure women into their
restaurants with the promise of opium. What was
even stranger was the belief that Chinese men
preyed upon and took advantage of white women.
This fear was further compounded when national
reports of the 1909 murder of Elsie Sigel, a young
white missionary from a wealthy family, at the
hands of Leon Ling, a Chinese restaurant worker
in New York, reached Providence residents.8
In 1913, police authorities raided Providence’s
Chinatown searching for these illicit activites,
which led to the reported arrest of six Chinese
men in possession of opium. The Providence
Journal would go on to generalize the residents
of Chinatown as “careless Chinese, these
Empire street denizens!” the next day.9 This
event, coupled with the residual alarm over Elsie
Sigel’s murder, generated strong anti-Chinese
sentiments among the non-Chinese residents
of Providence. The once positive attitude
towards the growing Chinatown was replaced
with discrimination and fear and the erasure of
Chinatown quickly began in 1914.

8

Chin, Gabriel J., and John Ormonde. 2018. “The War Against Chinese

Restaurants.” Duke Law Journal 67 (4): 681–741.
9

“A ‘New China’ Here Too,” Providence Journal, February 16, 1913, section 5, 5.
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A comparison of Sanborn maps from 1905
Street, and thus the erasure of Providence’s

CHAPEL

and 1920, revealing the expansion of Empire
ABORN
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Left Front page headline of a 1906 Providence
Sunday Journal documenting the growing
Chinese population in Providence
Top Right Archival image from a February
1913 Providence Journal of the Empire Street
Chinatown
Bottom Right Archival illustration from a
December 1914 Providence Journal depicting
Chinese residents having to leave their homes.
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Culinary Memory
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Even after the destruction of Chinatown,
Downtown Providence remained home to
a vibrant array of Chinese American dining
establishments between the 1920s and the
1980s, as Chinese food was still popular because
of its delicious flavors and inexpensive prices.
Located within a few blocks from each other,
these restaurants stood as testaments to the
entrepeneurialship and tenacity of the Chinese
American community and became local favorites
to those living in and outside of Providence.
Each establishment offered a unique dining
experience that distinguished one from the other.
Diners could gorge themselves on the decadent,
signature Ming Wings at Ming Garden, or find
themselves dancing and swinging the night away
at the Port Arthur restaurant (a favorite amongst
off-duty sailors and soldiers).1 What they all had
in common, however, was the hold they had on
locals and tourists alike. For many non-Chinese,
these restaurants were a first foray into a culture
different from their own. Imogene Lim and
John Eng Wong describe these establishments
as “cultural outposts”.2 They became ethnic
frontiers in which restaurant owners could
selectively curate a Chinese aesthetic to an idea
or memory associated with their ethnicity upon
non-Chinese diners. Through a combination
of sights, smells, and sounds – the sounds of
Chinese music, the smells of ginger tea, or the
sights of dragons, pagodas – Chinese restaurant
owners were able to establish a strong sense
of place and identity that became familiar and
welcoming to their clientele. And while these

1

Stone, 69.

2

Lim, Imogene, and John Eng-Wong, 432.

3

Ibid., 425.

4

Ibid.

were surface level representations of the
Chinese culture at best, they were successful in
ingraining the memory of these restaurants into
the cultural fabric of Providence.
These restaurants also offered an additional
type of hospitality. For many incoming Chinese
immigrants, they represented gateways to a
new start. During the Exclusion years (18821943), the restaurant industry, other than
Chinese laundries, was the only source of
employment. Chinese restaurants, therefore,
became havens of survival for many Chinese
immigrants seeking to achieve the American
Dream. In Providence, they took on the role
of “schools” that produced generations of
Chinese cooks and restaurateurs.3 Newly arrived
immigrants would start as dishwashers, acquire
culinary knowledge in the kitchen over time,
and eventually branch off to establish separate
restaurants under their own names. Hon Hong,
once located on Washington Street, gave rise to
spin-off restaurants Hon Fong and Mei Hong, for
example.4 In essence, this network of Chinese
restaurants functioned as a virtual Chinatown
for the Chinese American community to connect
with one another, make a living, and establish a
shared identity.

63

64

Left A collage of previous Chinese restaurants
superimposed onto the facades of what stands
there today.
Top Right Interior of Luke’s Restaurant,
behind City Hall. Note the checker patterned
tablecloths and stone fireplace impart a strong
Americana atmosphere.
Top Middle Typical table setting from the
Mee Hong Restaurant in 1938. The building no
longer exists as it was demolished in place of
a parking lot.
Bottom Right Interior photographs of the
various spaces of the Port Arthur Restaurant.
Pictured here are the ballroom, cocktail nook,
and bar.
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“I worked as a bus and dishwasher
from 1977-80. Charlie Tow used
to bring me upstairs at the ming
garden and tell me stories. Bobby
Tow was my boss and Bobby Tow
Jr. did some favors for me. Real
nice people in the restaurant. They
worked really hard.”
“My mother and I would go downtown
on Saturdays and head right to Luke’s.
She always had chicken or beef chow
mein, fried rice and egg foo yung.
I stuck with the chicken in batter
covered with brown gravy, with mashed
potatoes. Bread and butter came with
the meal.
My mother, Italian through and through,
loved her Chinese food. She once told
me that when she was pregnant with
me, she would go downtown and in
the course of a day eat at 3 different
Chinese restaurants. Luke’s must have
been her favorite though because
she never took me anywhere else. I
remember the Luau Hut but always
thought it was for “adults”.”
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“Mee Hong! The large neon art
deco sign was unforgettable.
I remember the over sized
pickled beets that you would get
whether you ordered them or not
as a side with your chow mein.
The french fries were incredible.”

“I remember going downtown and
just ordering sticky wings at Ming
Garden. They made the very best
wings and Charlie would always
come and say hello. I was in High
school, and my girlfriends and I
always went there after school.
The good old days.”

ArtInRuins, a non-profit organization
documenting the historical architecture of Rhode
Island, has been collecting a growing list of
testimonials from online users who have shared
their fond memories of the Chinese restaurants
they once frequently visited, but now no longer
exist. Here are just a few of those anecdotes.
Source: “Chinese Restaurants of the Past.” n.d. ArtInRuins.
Accessed December 15, 2020. http://artinruins.com/property/
chinese-restaurants/.

My friends and I lived in Windsor
Gardens in Norwood, MA in the 70’s
and we stumbled across Charlie
Tow and Ming Gardens. I have been
looking for over 40 years for someone
who could replicate the Ming Garden
chicken Wings. We would drive down
to Providence and have a couple of
orders apiece and then take 3 or 4
orders home to Norwood! Just once
more I’d like to taste those sticky,
shiny, black wings with the slivered
garlic. It is a taste of my youth that will
never come along, again!

“To this day, I remember going to
Luke’s Luau Hut as a child with my
family. Best Chinese food ever. Dad
and Mr. Luke (as I would call him)
would talk for a little bit and then the
food would come. I remember the
beef fried rice and the pupu platters.
A kid cooking with a stick on an open
flame, what could be better? There
was always a fight over who would
get the last of it. It was moist and I’m
sure the beef had been marinated.
I remember the décor, and the fact
that it felt like a restaurant, not a take
out place. Don’t see many Chinese
restaurants like that anymore and I
haven’t seen one in decades.”
“...the best part of the big trip
downtown was when she took us to
Luke’s! How I miss Luke’s. I remember
the low lighting and the red vinyl
booths. I remember feeling like a
princess when the waiter would take
the silver cover off the pedestal
serving dish!”
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III. Site Analysis + Context
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191 Westminster Street
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From 1914 to 1920, the building at 191
Westminster Street was occupied by the one
of Providence’s most prominent Chinese dining
establishments, the Chin Lee Corporation. Chin
Lee began his life in the United States in San
Francisco, working his way across the country
until he settled in Providence where he opened
his restaurant in 1914.1 The restaurant occupied
the second floor of the building and was
signified by its ornate and large blade signage
along the building’s facade. The restaurant’s
proximity to Providence’s abundant theater and
entertainment venues at the time helped Lee
market his restaurant and food to a diverse and
oftentimes esteemed clientele. Furthermore, his
restaurant’s adjacency to the former Providence
Journal building allowed Chin Lee to foster
a relationship with the newspaper, which is
evidenced by the Providence Journal’s frequent
inclusion of the restaurant’s advertisements and
social events.2
Chin Lee and his family also lived in the same
building. In 1915, Lee welcomed his daughter
into the world who was birthed right above the
restaurant. Grace Lee Boggs would grow up to
be a prominent civil rights activist during the
1960s, advocating for workers rights and working
for interracial and cultural understanding.
Lee and his family eventually moved to New
York and opened another Chin Lee Restaurant
located at 49th Street in Manhattan, but
continued to operate and maintain ties to the
original in Providence.3

Feng, Angela and Fontana, Juliana. 2018. Providence’s Chinatown. Brown
University
2
Ibid.
3
Ibid.
1
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Left An example of a standard menu offering at
the Chin Lee Company. Chin Lee learned to cook
in American restaurants and how to cater to an
American clientele, which is reflected in the menu.
Right Postcards depicting the interiors of the
luxurious Chin Lee restaurant in New York
when he expanded his business to Manhattan
in 1921.
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By 1927, 191 Westminster Street was
converted into the Art Deco structure that
exists today. For over 40 years, the building was
home to the Kresge Department store, the early
predecessor to the Kmart Corporation. Designed
by Kresge in-house architect James E. Sexton,
it is one of the few examples of the Art Deco
style in Downtown Providence.4 According to the
1956 Sanborn Map of Providence, the Kresge
Building was reconstructed to be fireproof with
a steel-frame structure and concrete floors.
This new construction spanned the entire block
between Westminster Street and Fulton Street.
Historical photos show that shoppers were
greeted with a staircase upon entry that would
lead them to the basement level below. During
the 1960s, Westminster Street was transformed
into a pedestrian mall in an effort to revitalize
Downtown and attract more shoppers. Despite
this attempt, the project ultimately failed, and
retail stores like the Kresge Department Store
went out of business. Today, the Kresge Building
is currently unoccupied. In 2018, the Downtown
Design Review Committee approved a proposal
to transform the former Providence Journal and
the Kresge Building into a new micro-loft hotel.5 It
is unclear whether that project is still active.

Entry to the Kresge Department Store.
Pictured here are the stairs that once
descended into the basement.

1956 Sanborn map that states the Kresge
Building was rebuilt in 1930 with a steel
frame construction and concrete floors.

“Downtown Providence - A Nostalgic Stroll Down Westminster Street.”
2020. Consumer Grouch (blog). May 29, 2020. http://www.consumergrouch.
com/?p=8884.
4

MacDonald, Mary. 2018. “Hotel Hive Providence Design Approved.” Providence
Business News (blog). December 13, 2018. https://pbn.com/hotel-hiveprovidence-design-approved/.
5
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Grace Lee Boggs

“You cannot change any society unless you take
responsibility for it, unless you see yourself as
belonging to it and responsible for changing it.
~ Interview with Grace Lee Boggs, Upping the Anti1
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On June 27, 1915, Yin Lan Ng gave birth to Grace
Lee Boggs (Yu Ping 玉平) in the apartment above
the Chin Lee Corporation located in Providence,
Rhode Island. At the precocious age of 16, Grace
enrolled in Barnard College where she studied
Philosophy and proceeded to earn her doctorate
from Bryn Mawr College. Inspired by the work of
German philosophers such as Immanuel Kant
and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, she resolved
to dedicate herself to fighting inequality and
discrimination against women and racial minorities.
While living in Detroit, Grace married fellow
Civil Rights activist James Boggs. Their marriage
put them at the forefront of the movement and
they became know for their activism on behalf
of black Detroiters. Boggs and her husband
embraced the Black Power movement of the
1960s and were closely associated with Malcom
X and Martin Luther King Jr.'s efforts in Detroit. In
the late 1970s, the Boggses created the National
Organization for an American Revolution, a
multiracial organization that criticized capitalistic
and multinational corporations and favored
marginalized communities.
Toward the later years of her life, Boggs
shifted her energies from a revolutionary nature to
one of evolution, where she believed that change
should come from within the individual. In the 90s,
she launched Detroit Summer, a program that
brought hundreds of youthful volunteers to plant
community gardens and work with schoolchildren.
She hoped to turn Detroit’s forty or so square
miles of empty land into an archipelago of small,

collective farms, a model, she believed, for a
sustainable future.
Boggs broke the stereotypical mold of
the docile, Asian female and proved that any
individual could fight for change. She dedicated
her life to serving and advocating for the rights of
others and challenged us all to lead meaningful
lives. Grace Lee Boggs passed peacefully in her
Detroit home at the age of 100 on October 5, 2015.

“Revolution as a New Beginning.” n.d. Accessed May 14, 2021. https://
uppingtheanti.org/journal/article/01-revolution-as-a-new-beginning.
2
Sugrue, Thomas J. n.d. “Postscript: Grace Lee Boggs.” The New Yorker.
Accessed May 14, 2021. https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/postscriptgrace-lee-boggs.
1
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Site Conditions
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A

B
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Current Circumstances
This map documents the current number of
Chinese restaurants, as well as Pan-Asian
restaurants that serve Chinese fare, located
within walking distance of the Kresge Building.
While there are multiple options, this number
does not compare to the prolific numbers of
Chinese restaurants from the past. Furthermore,
they lack a centrality and proximity to one
another that has the potential to establish a
better sense of place, identity, and community.
A) PF Chang’s		
B) Veggie Fun		
C) Yan’s Cuisine		
D) Chinatown on Thayer
E) Wong’s Kitchen		

D

E

.5 miles
.1 miles
.8 miles
.9 miles
.7 miles

C
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Satellite Sites
57 Eddy Street
Luke’s Chinese Restaurant

191 Westminster Street
Chin Lee Corporation

0
84

200ft

141 Westminster Street &
66 Exchange Place
Ming Garden

102 Westminster Street
Mee Hong Restaurant

141 Westminster Street &
66 Exchange Place

Formerly: Ming Garden
Currently: Dental Center,
church, Dunkin Donuts

57 Eddy Street

Formerly: Luke’s Chinese
American Restaurant
Currently: The Salon (bar/club)

123 Weybosset Street

Formerly: Port Arthur
Restaurant
Currently: Residential

102 Westminster Street

Formerly: Mee Hong Restaurant
Currently: Parking Lot
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User Profiles
While the facilities of the Vertical Chinatown
will be readily accessible to and enjoyed by all
members of the public, certain user groups will
find great benefit from its programming due to
its multifunctional nature. From college students
and tourists to local chefs and community
members, the Vertical Chinatown will become
a community resource that will feed the mind,
body, and soul.

Voracious Students
Age: 16−30
From late night options to affordable and hearty
meals, the culinary offerings of the Vertical
Chinatown will become a favorite among
university students, especially for international
Chinese students longing for a taste of home.

Budding Chefs
Age: 21−40
The Vertical Chinatown will also function as an
incubator for culinary professionals. Johnson
and Wales culinary graduates and local chefs
can use the test kitchens to help kickstart or
support their careers, while providing fresh and
delicious meals to the local community.
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Culinary Explorers
Age: 20s−50s
Locals and tourists alike seeking new and
exciting culinary experiences in Providence will
find delight in the diverse programming of the
Vertical Chinatown. Perfect for social media and
bloggers.

Young Tastemakers
Age: 5-13
The Vertical Chinatown will include specific
programming targeting children and adolescents
in order to introduce Chinese flavors and
ingredients at a young age.

Established Residents
Age: 50s-80s
The Vertical Chinatown will also serve the
existing Chinese community in the Greater
Providence area, and will function as a familiar
environment for community gatherings and
celebrations.
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A Taste of Home
Percentage of international Chinese students at major universities in Providence, RI, based on visa data.
Source: https://www.collegefactual.com/ (accessed October 27, 2020)

Percentage of Chinese students

Brown

RISD

256 students

635 students

474 students

3.5%

6.2%

19%

Johnson & Wales

Estimated Population of Providence Chinese residents
Estimated Population of international Chinese students
Source: https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/providencecityrhodeisland/RHI425219#RHI425219
(accessed October 27, 2020)

1,365

2,647
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Providence is the home to a collection of
world renowned universities, which brings
a constantly changing flux of international
students. The graphic on the left reveals the
population of Chinese international students
within these academic institutions. The Kresge
Building is within walking distance to RISD,
Brown University, and Johnson & Wales, making
it an ideal location as an axis for a culinary
experience. Additionally, according to the
American Community Survey, more than 2,500
Chinese Americans resided in Providence
between 2010 and 2016. With a dearth of local
Chinese dining options as well as access to fresh
Chinese ingredients in Downtown Providence,
there is an opportunity to provide these two
demographics with a familiar taste of home.
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IV. A Culinary Playground
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I ask, "Do Chinese American restaurants
and culture still need to look and feel
"Chinese" in order to find success?"
In turn, this thesis seeks a PostOrientalist approach towards creating
a new perception of Chinese culture
and cuisine.
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The intervention will occur on both an
architectural and urban scale, breathing new
life into Downtown Providence that embraces
and celebrates Chinese culture through food
and memory, rather than with an imagined,
overexaggerated Orientalist aesthetic.
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Case Studies

96

The following case studies helped ground my
design process in a foundation that is rooted
in culture, memory, and the celebration of
food. They were crucial in my creation of an
architectural and visual representation of
Chinese culture that is not steeped in the
stereotypical Orientalist aesthetic.

Sans-Papiers
Basel, Switzerland
Krzysztof Wodiczko
2006
Escuelas Pías Cultural Center
Madrid, Spain
Linazasoro and Sánchez Arquitectura
2004
Neues Museum
Berlin, Germany
David Chipperfield Architects
2009
Prada Epicenter
New York, New York
OMA
2001
Nest We Grow
Takinoue, Japan
Kengo Kuma & Associates + College of
Environmental Design UC Berkeley
2014
Noma 2.0
Copenhagen, Denmark
Chef: René Redzepi;
Designer: Bjarke Ingles Group
2012
Rome Sustainable Food Project
Rome, Italy
Alice Waters
2007
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Sans-Papiers
Basel, Switzerland
Krzysztof Wodiczko
2006

Krzysztof Wodiczko manipulates imagery
of marginalized peoples, from corporeal to
symbolic, and projects them onto the facades
of monuments and buildings across the globe.
His acts of digital appropriation give voice to
those citizens who have been silenced while
questioning and transforming our understanding
of public space. By using these edifices as his
canvas, Wodiczko focuses attention on ways
in which architecture and monuments are
reflections of collective memory and history.
For Sans-Papiers (2006), Wodiczko projected
the moving legs of four individuals onto the
facade of Basel’s prestigious Kunstmuseum.
The seven-minute recording depicted a casual
conversation between the illegal immigrants,
referred to as sans-papiers (without papers),
who live in Basel's gray zone. The two men and
two women could be heard talking about their
lives and their experiences as illegal immigrants.
Wodiczko gives a voice to this silent and
overlooked minority by inserting them into the
heart of Basel's public space.

[Wodiczko] challenges the
silent, stark monumentality
of buildings, activating them
in an examination of notions
of human rights, democracy,
and truths about the violence,
alienation, and inhumanity that
underlie countless aspects of
social interaction in presentday society.
~Art21.org

“Krzysztof Wodiczko.” Art21. Accessed March 24, 2021. https://art21.org/artist/
krzysztof-wodiczko/.
“Sans-Papiers.” Krzysztof Wodiczko. Accessed March 24, 2021. https://www.
krzysztofwodiczko.com/public-projections#/basel-projection/.
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Escuelas Pías Cultural Center
Madrid, Spain
Linazasoro and Sánchez Arquitectura
2004

Linazasoro and Sanchez's adaptive reuse of the
church ruins of the ancient Piarist School of San
Fernando cannot be singularly defined. It is an
elegant and respectful marriage of restoration,
renovation, and adaptation that finds new ways
to highlight the historical features, while bringing
new life to the structure. As each portion of the
existing building was in various stages of decay,
the architects sought out to capture the qualities
inherent in the materials, quality of light, and
proportions of spaces. A majority of the existing
masonry walls were left untouched in order to
preserve the decrepit outer shell of the church.
A curved louvered ceiling was attached to the
church's crumbling dome, hiding the state of the
ceiling above but still maintaining the existing
proportions. To accommodate the change of use
into a cultural center, a new vertical circulation
system was implemented, in both a new design
vocabulary and in different locations. The end
result is an architectural intervention that honors
its host's history, while propelling it into a new
future.

“Linazasoro &amp; Sanchez Architects Fit Cultural Center in Derelict Spanish
Church.” designboom, January 11, 2016. https://www.designboom.com/
architecture/linazasoro-sanchez-cultural-center-lavapies-madrid-01-09-2016/.
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Neues Museum
Berlin, Germany
David Chipperfield Architects
2009

For almost an entire century, the Neues Museum
was left in ruin after its bombing during the
Second World War with entire sections missing
completely and others severely damaged.
Chipperfield's adaptive reuse of the ruin
reincorporates parts of the missing whole
through the repair and restoration of the parts
that remained. The original sequence of rooms
was restored with new building sections that
create continuity with the existing structure.
Damage to the entire ruin was systematically
mapped and replaced with new materials that
reflect what which was lost without imitating
it. The main staircase was reanimated down
to its concrete elements, recreating the same
experience as in the past but with different
materiality. The resulting intervention is an
exemplar of conservation that sets apart the new
from the existing, recalling memories of the past
in a contemporary and respectful manner.

“Neues Museum.” David Chipperfield Architects. Accessed March 24, 2021.
https://davidchipperfield.com/project/neues_museum.
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Prada Epicenter
New York, New York
OMA
2001

OMA's 2001 design for the Prada Epicenter was
a redefinition of the in-person retail experience.
In an effort to subvert the concept of the
"flagship store", Rem Koolhass created a space
that was intended for the public rather than
the luxury fashion house's clothing. Spanning
an entire block in Soho, visitors are greeted
with a 180-foot, wooden ramp referred to as
"The Wave", a curving space scooped out of the
ground floor and opening into the basement.
Tiered seating on one side allows visitors to rest
while facing a stage that unfolds from the other
side of the wave. As a result, the store becomes
a venue for film screenings, performances,
and lectures. The display of clothing is
secondary. The intervention is closer to that
of contemporary sculpture. Rather than solely
focusing on selling a product, Koolhaas uses
architecture as a way to sell an idea. By doing so,
he challenged the conventions of retail design,
shifting the focus away from the product towards
the visitor experience.

Moss, Jack. “Inside the Store That Changed the Way We Consume Fashion.”
AnOther. AnOther Magazine, May 3, 2018. https://www.anothermag.com/fashionbeauty/10815/inside-the-store-that-changed-the-way-we-consume-fashion?utm_
source=Link&amp;utm_medium=Link&amp;utm_campaign=RSSFeed&amp;utm_
term=inside-the-store-that-changed-the-way-we-consume-fashion.
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Nest We Grow
Takinoue, Japan
Kengo Kuma & Associates + College of Environmental Design UC Berkeley
2014

Nest We Grow is an open, public structure
designed to bring people and food together and
build a sense of community. It is a gathering
place where humans explore their relationship
to the food they consume. The Nest is built to
accomodate every phase of our food’s life-cycle:
growing, harvesting, storing, cooking/dining, and
composting. Community members learn to help
maintain this cycle by actively participating in the
completion of each phase.
The structure is an architectural masterpiece in
cross-cultural pollination. The multicultural team
from the US, Japan, and China imbued New We
Grow with a strong sense of identy using structural
and material elements. Rammed earth, straw bale
construction methods derived from California
make up the foundations. A hybrid of Japanese
and American timber construction informed the
latice structure supporting the transparent plastic
shell. The wood frame structure mimics the vertical
spatial experience of a Japanese larch forest from
which food is hung to grow and dry. The semitransperent and porous facade creates an open
interface with the surrounding environment. This
allows for not only ample daylighting and natural
ventilation, but also an active and visual dialogue
between the exterior and interior.

Mun-Delsalle, Y-Jean, 2017. “Food Hub Nest We Grow In Japan Built Under The
Supervision Of Kengo Kuma Unites The Community.” n.d. Accessed November
18, 2020. https://www.forbes.com/sites/yjeanmundelsalle/2017/02/14/food-hubnest-we-grow-in-japan-built-under-the-supervision-of-kengo-kuma-unites-thecommunity/?sh=2941980b500d.
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Noma 2.0
Copenhagen, Denmark
Chef: René Redzepi;
Designer: Bjarke Ingles Group
2012

Noma 2.0 is built on the site of a protected exmilitary warehouse once used to store mines for
the Royal Danish Navy. Imagined as an intimate
culinary garden village, chefs from around the
world come here to hone their skills, engage
in gastronomic experimentation, and push the
boundaries of Modern Nordic cuisine. Central
to the design was the compartmentalization
of the restaurant's functions into separate
yet connected buildings. Eleven spaces,
each with their own purpose, cluster around
the heart of the machine, the chefs and the
kitchen. Rooms dedicated to fish, meat, and
the fermentation process are testaments to
the experimental nature of Noma and its chefs.
Outside, the restaurant’s three greenhouses are
used as a garden, test kitchen and bakery. The
transparency of the restaurant establishes an
interface between nature and the occupants.
The chefs and guests are hyper-aware of their
surroundings, following the changes in weather,
daylight and seasons, making the natural
environment an integral part of the culinary
experience.

Sagredo, Rayen. “NOMA 2.0 / BIG.” ArchDaily. ArchDaily, September 21, 2018.
https://www.archdaily.com/902436/noma-big.
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Rome Sustainable Food Project
Rome, Italy
Alice Waters
2007

Alice Waters, renowned chef of Chez Panisse,
started the Rome Sustainable Food Project
(RSFP) at the American Academy in Rome in
response to the institution's inadequate existing
meal program. The program provides members
of the AAR community and their guests with
seasonal, nutritious, and delicious food that
fosters scholarship and conviviality. Inspired by
the concept of the Roman table, diners gather
around a singular, long table that, encourages
the sharing of food and exchange of ideas. The
internship program powers the RSFP, in which
young interns and aspiring cooks are immersed in
the daily endeavor of preparing food for the AAR
community. The kitchen garden on the grounds
of the Academy grants the chefs access to fresh,
local, and sustainable ingredients, where they can
learn benefit greatly from hands-on gardening.

The dining table at the
Academy isn’t just delicious, it’s
an idea that brings us back to
our senses and can be a model
for educational institutions
everywhere.
~Alice Waters

Neither restaurant nor canteen, the RSFP is a
microcosm: it feeds a community of people, drawing
upon its own garden and a network of farmers and
producers, all in an effort towards nurturing curiosity
and interest in the joys of cooking.

Chae, Yung In. “Bringing the (Re)Past Into the Future.” Medium. EIDOLON,
March 5, 2019. https://eidolon.pub/bringing-the-re-past-into-the-future83d7096825c2.
“Rome Sustainable Food Project.” American Academy in Rome. Accessed March
27, 2021. https://www.aarome.org/about/rome-sustainable-food-project.
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A Network of Ephemeral Memories
To bring recognition to Providence's lost Chinatown, the intervention first occurs on an urban
scale. With so many bygone Chinese restaurants within walking distance of each other in
downtown Providence, there is an opportunity
to reactivate their memory for the public to see.
Through the medium of digital projection, a curated collection of provocative, non-permanent
images will create a network of ephemeral memories that will illuminate downtown and bring
awareness to this forgotten community.
The following masterplan outlines the locations
of these digital interventions.
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The signage for Luke's Chinese American
Restaurant and Ming Garden are recreated in
their original neon colors.
Top Luke's Chinese American Restaurant, 57
Eddy Street
Bottom Ming Garden, 141 Westminster Street &
66 Exchange Place
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Top Mee Hong, 102 Westminster Street. The
original building that housed Mee Hong no longer
exists. The neon signage is projected onto the
trees that now stand in its place.
Bottom The Port Arthur Restaurant, 123
Weybosset Street. Interior vignettes of the Port
Arthur Restaurant are projected onto the windows,
providing the viewer a glimpse into its storied past.
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Left Bridging the Gap, Empire Street. Using the
Sanborn map from 1905, the narrow footprint of
the Empire Street Chinatown is projected onto
the pavement of the current Empire Street to
demonstrate the physical erasure of this ethnic
community at a human scale.
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Left The brick pavement that leads from Empire
Street to the Kresge Building is treated with an
angular yellow graphic. The sharp and weaving
pattern is a vibrant addition to the urban fabric that
creates a visual link between the two locations.
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Gateway
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The digital interventions culminate with the host
site, the Kresge Building. To preserve its Art Deco
nature, a dynamic facade of rotating digital projections transforms the building into a landmark in
Downtown Providence. An exhibit of Providence's
Chinatown and of Chinese American history and
culture will light up the building's facade, telling a
different narrative each night. The illuminations
signify that the Kresge Building is a portal into a
new world, functioning like the iconic gateways
found throughout American Chinatowns.
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Symbolic
The colors of an iconic Chinatown paifang
are pixellated into a chromatic mosaic that is
superimposed onto the exisiting features and
proportions of the Art Deco facade. The golden
characters 吃 饱 吃 好 ("eat well") replace the
engraved "Kresge", indicating that good food lies
beyond these doors.

127

128

Provocative
Collages of historic moments in Chinese American
history bring light to the importance food has had
in shaping identity and memory.
The ghostly hands of Richard Nixon and Zhou Enlai
wielding chopsticks provokes the passerby to reflect
upon the significance of this meeting of cultures.
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Anecdotal
The collective memory of Providence's bygone
Chinese restaurants runs deep and has thankfully
been documented by the organization ArtInRuins.
Text of these recollections scroll along the four
pilasters of the facade as testimony to the cultural
impact these restaurants made on Providence.

“Just once more I’d like to taste those sticky,
shiny, black wings with the slivered garlic. It
is a taste of my youth that will never come
along, again!”

“I remember the décor, and the fact that it felt
like a restaurant, not a take out place. Don’t see
many Chinese restaurants like that anymore and I
haven’t seen one in decades.”

“ I remember feeling like a princess when the
waiter would take the silver cover off the pedestal
serving dish!”
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Graphic
Bold statements and images of Chinese
American culture overtake the facade of the
Kresge Building. The essential ingredients used
in Chinese cooking are eyecatching and entice
the passerby's appetite.
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A Response to Erasure
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As a response to the erasure of Providence's
Chinatown and its rich community, the initial
action of the intervention is to bisect the
building. The floors of the Kresge Building will be
diagonally sliced in half, in both section and in
plan. This gesture is not only symbolic of erasure,
but it also allows the building to become a more
open and public environment.
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A Culinary Playground

136

To make up for the lack of Chinese cuisine
options in Providence, the intervention willl
transform the Kesge Buidling into a culinary
playground celebrates Chinese American culture
and history. The new environment will become
a public amenity and culinary destination for
locals and tourists alike to enjoy. The change in
programming will accommodate:

• An indoor food market
• A demonstration kitchen and communal
dining room
• A "taste library" of Chinese ingredients
• A rooftop kitchen garden specializing in the
cultivation of Chinese vegetables (~2000 sf)
• Intimate, didactic moments that exhibit
memories of Providence's Chinese
community.

KITCHEN GARDEN
TASTE LIBRARY

DEMO KITCHEN

INDOOR MARKET

MECHANICAL STORAGE MUSHROOM FARM
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Existing
The exisiting structure is 200' in length
and composed of four levels. With the roof
completely opaque, daylighting the interior
becomes an issue.

Open
To create a well daylit space, the existing roof slab
is removed and replaced with an expansive skylight
of yellow beams that mimic the original structure.

Divide
Portions of the existing floor slabs are removed
to open up about half of the building's total
volume and create a large public atrium facing
Westminster Street.
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Support
Yellow I-beams are installed along the freestanding facade and under each floor slab to
accommodate the loss in support.

Ascend
A sweeping, multipurpose yellow staircase
diagonally cuts through the open space, allowing
for an energetic and social environment.

Extend
Extended platforms fill the gaps created by the
staircase to create a more dynamic atrium, and
allow for additional gathering space.
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Social Staircase
The staircase is composed of functional units
that allow for a communal and interactive
experience. Ascending visitors are given a space
to repose, eat a meal, or cultivate vegetables.
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Staircase Detail

mesh screen @ guardrail height
embedded panters
side tables
stair extension to reach
reduced vertical clearance
Supportive
I-Beam

142

Materiality

A. Yellow galvanized steel
B. Yellow metal mesh grid

A

B

Handrail Detail

attached to existing
brick wall

1 1 /2”

2’

1 /4”

3’0 ” A FF

1 1 /2 ”
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Axonometric view of the vibrant yellow
intervention
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IN CHOP SUEY
WE TRUST
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Section view detail of the staircase within the
context of the open atrium

TALK DOESN’T COOK RICE
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Left The current entry of the Kresge Building
from Westminster Street
Bottom The intervention starts from the street
and introduces a more interactive, dynamic, and
distinctive entry.
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A Journey of Many Flavors

3F:
Kitchen Garden

2F:
Taste Library

1F:
Demonstration Kitchen

0F:
Food Market

-1F:
Mushroom Farm/Support
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The resulting "culinary playground" will
accommodate a multitude of ways to experience
the new programming. The addition of a new
vertical core offers a top-down, ADA accessible
culinary experience where visitors learn about
Chinese cuisine starting with the ingredients and
ending with the plate.
The yellow staircase results in a journey of
discovery, offering a more liberating path.
Visitors are naturally drawn up by the sweeping
staircase, but are given moments of assembly,
enlightenment, and rest. The staircase,
therefore, functions as a supplement to the
culinary programming on each floor. Regardless
of the path taken, visitors are transported to
an entirely different environment on each floor
that introduces them to world of tastes, sights,
sounds, and smells.
Visitors who are in a hurry can also use the
ground floor as a thoroughfare between
Westminster Street and Fulton Street, picking up
a snack from the market.
The following pages walk through the top-down
culinary experience.
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Cultivate
3F: The Kitchen Garden

156

As fresh Chinese produce is hard to come across in
Providence, a community operated kitchen garden
devoted to Chinese vegetables is located on the third
floor. Visitors will learn about Chinese produce and
its cultivation, and eventually harvest the vegetables
to be used in the demonstration kitchen, for a
true garden-to-table experience. The bright and
environment brings together community and invites
moments of collaboration and repose.
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The extended platforms accommodate
additional planting areas and gathering
space for visitors.

A bridge connects the platforms and floats
above the atrium.

N’T COOK RICE
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A maze of yellow planters wraps around the
grid of exisiting columns and are specially
designed to accommodate the growth of a
variety of vegetables, from water spinach to
daikon radishes. Metal mesh grids allow for
vertical growth, i.e. yard-long beans.

A potting bench provides a devoted
workstation for the preparation of new
plants and vegetables.
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Left Axonometric of a typical planter with the
mesh grid
Right A communal table provides a rooftop dining
experience and can be used for casual gatherings,
banquets, and demonstrations.

161

WINT
WE
INRTE
R

AUTU
MN

N
OCT

SEPT
UG

AY Y
A

A

JUN UN
J

JUL

N

SEPT
SEPT
UG
UG

A

SUMM
ER

A

JUL
JUL

SUMM
SUM
ER
MER

Chinese Eggplant

Yard Long Beans

PLANT

PLANT
PLANT

PLANT
PLANT

Lotus Root
Lotus Root

Bok Choy

Daikon Radish

Lotus Root

HARVEST

Chinese Water Spinach

HARVEST

Chinese Eggplant
Chinese Eggplant

M

M

Chinese Water Spinach
Chinese Water Spinach

Daikon Radish
Daikon Radish

SPRING
SPRING

M

Purple Amaranth

Yard Long Beans
Yard Long Beans

162

APR

APR
APR
Napa Cabbage

HARVEST
PR
LV
AE
NS
TT
HA

Purple Amaranth
Purple Amaranth

HARVEST
HARVEST

Napa Cabbage
Napa Cabbage

Bok Choy
Bok Choy

F

OV

MAR

MAR
MAR

OCT
OCT

N

F

JUN

F

JAN
EB

AUTU
MN
AUTU
MN

DEC
EB
EB

OV V
O

JAN
JAN

AY

DEC EC
D

WINT
ER

Daikon Radish
(luó bo – 萝卜)

Water spinach
(Kōngxīncài – 空心菜)

Plant: Fall
Harvest: Winter and spring
Hardiness Zones: 2 to 11

Plant: Spring
Harvest: Summer
Hardiness Zones: 8-15

Napa Cabbage

Yard-long Beans

Plant: Mid-summer
Harvest: Fall
Hardiness Zones: 4 to 7

Plant: Spring
Harvest: After about 80 days
Hardiness Zones: 3 to 11

Bok Choy
(bái cài - 青江菜)

Lotus Root
(Lian Ou - 莲藕)

Plant: Early spring or mid- to late
summer for a fall harvest
Harvest: Spring-to-earlysummer or fall
Hardiness Zones: 2 to 11

Plant: Spring
Harvest: Fall
Hardiness Zones: 4 to 10

Purple amaranth
(Xiàncài – 苋菜)

Chinese eggplant
(qié zi – 茄子)

Plant: Spring
Harvest: Mid- to late summer
Hardiness Zones: 2 to 11

Plant: 6-8 weeks before last frost
Harvest: 60 days to mature
Hardiness Zones: 5 to 12

(Dà báicài – 大白菜)

(Zhang càidòui – 長 菜 豆)
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Discover
2F: The Taste Library

166

On the second floor, the visitor is welcomed by
a colorful and aromatic world of spices, herbs,
and dried ingredients. The Taste Library is a
contemporary interpretation of a typical Chinese
apothecary; stainless steel shelves house a
variety of ingredients and create a sense of
enclosure. The open nature of the shelves allows
the ingredients to be placed on display and a
symphony of fragrances to waft through the
space. Here, visitors learn about the building
blocks of Chinese cuisine and its many flavors.
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The following is a collection of quintessential
dried ingredients and spices comonly used in
Chinese cooking. These ingredients are the soul
of any recipe and add a layer of flavor and texture distinct from one another. The Taste Library
offers the visitor a moment to intimately explore
these vital ingredients so that they may acquire a
better understanding, and therefore appreciation,
of Chinese cuisine.

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
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Monosodium Glutamate
White Pepper
Lotus Seeds
Cloud Ear Fungus
Dried Scallop
Dried Shrimp

G.
H.
I.
J.
K.
L.

Cumin Seeds
Green Sichuan Peppercorn
Dried Lily Flower
Dried Tangerine Peel
Red Sichuan Peppercorn
Goji Berry

M.
N.
O.
P.
Q.
R.

Red Jujube
Dried Red Chili
Star Anise
Black Moss
Dried Woodear Mushroom
Black Sesame Seed

A
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G
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Q

R
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Stainless steel apothecary shelves store
essential dried ingredients and spices used
in Chinese cuisine. Visitors can "borrow" the
ingredients for personal use and discovery.
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Tasting stations equipped with insulation
burners allow visitors to activate the
ingredients and taste their essential flavors.

The stainless steel shelves act as wall partitions
and exhibit varying levels of transparency.
Shelves have glass backs that create a display
of colorful ingredients. Larger openings can
be used to store larger containers and wet
ingredients.
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Feast
2F: The Demonstration Kitchen
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The demonstration kitchen located on the first
floor is where visitors can apply their newfound
knowledge of Chinese ingredients to the wok.
Classes taught by resident chefs or students from
Johnson and Wales will demonstrate the wide
range of cooking techniques unique to Chinese
cuisine. Budding local chefs can also rent the
kitchen to host meals for the community to help
kickstart their culinary careers. The arrangement
of the kitchen allows for ample space for chefs
to move about safely and efficiently, while
placing the spectacle of cooking on display for
the viewer. Visitors can discover and test classic
Chinese recipes and enjoy the experience of
a homecooked Chinese feast with friends and
family in a more intimate dining room setting.
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Operable bifolding windows create a
parition between the demonstration kitchen
and the atrium, where visitors observe the
preparation of their meal.

The fully-equipped kitchen functions
as an open resource for the public that
will provide an enrichening education
in the Chinese culinary arts. Classes,
demonstrations, and private events can be
hosted in this informal kitchen.

K DOESN’T COOK RICE
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Meals can be enjoyed in the more formal
private dining room. This space can be
reserved by the public for dinner parties,
community gatherings, and celebratory events.
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Left View of the showcasing capabilities of the
demonstration kitchen
Right View of the private dining room in use
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Celebrate
0F: The Night Market
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Once visitors have had a chance to experience
cooking Chinese food themselves, they can
further satiate their appetites on the ground
floor. The culmination of the culinary journey,
the indoor food market focuses on Chinese
street food and will serve a variety of regional
delicacies. From hand pulled noodles to bubble
tea, the market is a celebration of the diversity of
Chinese cuisine. Neon lights and open kitchens
bring an energy to the space that is reminiscent
of iconic Chinese night markets.
Vendor stations surround an avenue that
follows the same angle of the atrium staircase.
Each station is equipped with standard kitchen
equipment but can be customized by the vendor
to fit their needs and identity. Diners have ample
seating options, or can enjoy their meals on the
stairs of the public atrium.
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Vendor stations are designed to
accommodate utensil storage and counterheight dining arrangements. Custom neon
signage reference the iconic illuminated
night markets of China.

The in-house grocer stocks vegetables
produced by the kitchen garden in a lush
and colorful open display.

TALK DOESN’T COOK RICE
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The grocer also supplies a curated collection
of quintessential Asian snacks and cooking
ingredients for visitors to purchase.

An open dining area concludes the market
on the Fulton Street side of the building.
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Learn

TALK DOESN’T COOK RICE
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Underneath each flight of stairs are curatorial
moments that shed light on Providence's past.
A reading room on the first floor contains
archival photographs and newspaper articles
documenting the physical presence of
Providence's Chinatown and its restaurants.
On the second floor, visitors can listen to oral
histories of Chinese residents, past and present,
and their recollections of this once vibrant
community. These intimate spaces serve
as reminders and mementos of a forgotten
community whose presence today would have
no doubt greatly contributed to the vitality of
downtown Providence.
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A space to read

ALK DOESN’T COOK
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A space to listen

RICE
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Lillian Kwong You
Adopted daughter of Chin Kwong You (aka Chin
Too)
My foster father, Chin Kwong You also known as
Chin Too was one of the early Chinese settlers in
Providence. He was active in starting a Chinatown
here in Providence, Rhode Island. The location
of the original Chinatown was located on a short
street off Empire Street (Burrill St). Newspaper
articles stated the Burrill Street Chinatown
mysteriously burned to the ground in 1901. There
was the Empire Street Chinatown which no
longer existed after 1951 due to the extension
of Empire Street which was completed in 1951.
The community grew and Chinatown moved to
Warner’s Lane. A large three-storied mill building
along with two stand-alone houses on the same
parcel of land was purchased to accommodate
housing and space for small businesses for the
new Chinatown.
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Vision
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Food is a common language between humans. We
all need it to survive, and we enjoy consuming it.
Food has the ability to bring people together and
allow us to understand each other. It serves as a
portal into other cultures, revealing flavors, spices,
ingredients, and textures different from what we
are accustomed to.
Unfortunately, food can also be misunderstood.
Much of the adversity Chinese Americans
have endured stems from misconceptions and
stereotypes of our cuisine, even though it remains
one of the most popular cultural foods among
Americans. And in light of the COVID-19 pandemic,
these misconceptions are finding new light and
being further exacerbated.
The Chinese American story is, at once, both
rich and complicated. While our presence in this
country is most widely accepted today, the path
towards this acceptance was frought. For almost
200 years, Chinese immigrants have strived to
live a life apart from their homeland and achieve
the “American dream”. And for many, making food
for others became their way of life, as well as a
way of survival.

This intervention sheds the aesthetic
expectations associated with Orientalism. It offers
a new lens with which to see and experience
Chinese culture, one that is immersive, didactic,
and joyful rather than explotative, misinformed,
and over-exaggerated. My intent is to introduce a
new type of environment where Chinese food can
be celebrated together as a community, while also
learning about the intricate histories that have kept
it alive in America. This fusion of food, identity, and
memory will create a new cultural destination in the
heart of downtown Providence.
I hope this thesis has been successful in giving
a voice to the narratives that are unknown and
seldom recounted.
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